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Introduction

     As a part of the experience with Instructional Technology, our class ITEC 501 participated in a virtual session on Wednesday Oct. 18, 06. The basis for the discussion was to be three assigned papers: 
1. Donald Schön: Learning, Reflection and Change - prepared by Mark K. Smith.

2. Reflective Practice and Professional Development. ERIC Digest – by Joan M. Ferraro.

3. Educating the Reflective Practitioner – Donald Schön’s Presentation to the 1987 meeting of the American Educational Research Association in Washington, DC.

      The first paper presents a short biography and the scientific interests and main achievements of Donald Schön, “the great theorist of learning society.” The focus of the paper is on “three elements of his [Schön’s] thinking: learning systems (and learning societies and institutions); double-loop and organizational learning […]; and the relationship of reflection-in-action to professional activity.”
The reader has the opportunity to familiarize her/himself with Schön’s central idea that change is “a fundamental feature of modern life and that it is necessary to develop a social system that could learn and adapt.” (p.3). The paper also provides examples of criticism and critique with regard to Schön’s work.

       The second paper discusses how Schön’s idea of reflective practice was embraced by many schools of education and incorporated into those schools’ programs, and various levels and benefits of reflection practice. In this paper a reader can find the notion of “recognition of teaching as artistry,” and the familiar (from ITEC 501 class) idea of a portfolio as “a favorite tool used in pre-service teacher education” (p.3).
         Perhaps the most interesting is the third paper, “Educating the Reflective Practitioner,” which is, I suppose, a recording of a talk given by Schön. (I suppose it is a recording of a talk, not a regular paper, as it includes all sorts of digressions from the main topic, repetitions of words, etc., which make it even more interesting because they give the reader the impression of witnessing the event.) The talk is built around contrasting what he calls “school knowledge” (and what we can call everyday school practice) with “the kind of artistry that good teachers in everyday work often display, which I’ll call ‘reflection-in-action’”(p.1). From the talk emerges a heart-warming picture of a thinker and philosopher who would like all schools to be places where every child is noticed and treated individually; where kids are “given reasons”; and “if the kids do not get it, then there’s a need to explain why they’re not getting it” (p.3). Schön talks about “teaching artistry” and describes finding a method that would best fit the need of a student as “not a method, but an art and talent. And this is a teaching in the form of reflection-in-action.” Later in the talk, Schön explains his view about the split between research and practice and its impact on schools’ everyday practice and the direction that educational schools should turn to in order to heal this split.

Discussion
 1.     The discussion was opened by Dr. Teabo with the question: “How did you all like Donald Schön?” All respondents seemed to find the reading interesting and Schön’s ideas worth pondering over. SaraM liked the idea of double looping; CynthiaK. pointed out the importance of being a part of learning community and the fact that this concept comes from Schön. ShellyJo. added “comments on how ‘systems need to maintain their identity’ yet change.” MaryHG. liked the idea about “embracing a change when it’s needed.”
     From that moment the discussion took a more general direction and focused on the need for and the nature of change. Should the change be based on self-reflection or be mandated? BruceC. illustrated his point with his own experience when he had to “change direction in a matter of minutes” or he “would be left for the dogs.” KrystynaK. contributed the opinion that she liked the idea of reflection-in-action, but wasn’t convinced that reflection by itself is enough to be a good teacher; she would like to have something to lean on.
2.       Dr. Teabo introduced another topic: “Are you all familiar with systems design?” Not that many people were familiar with the topic although a few, for example CynthiaK, knew how this idea worked and even used it in their practice. However, this topic didn’t last long.
3.     JamieJ prompted an SOLs topic by stating that, “Unfortunately, in this day and age lessons are dictated more by SOLs than student progress.” This topic turned out to be very important for many participants in the discussion who started exchanging their opinions about dealing with the demands of SOLs and the impact of SOLs on the way they plan and teach their lessons. This part of the discussion could be summarized as follows: lessons do not always go according to plan because teachers cannot always correctly predict which material students will have trouble understanding; teachers have to adjust lessons, trying to reconcile their students’ needs (repeating material) and the demands of SOLs (time pressure). Some examples of opinions: SaraM: “Yes, I find I am always trying to fit in SOLs.” BruceC: “I am not sure I agree with moving on. I think you need to try again in a different way.” AkemiP: “How much are you all constricted by SOLs?”
        Dr. Teabo posted another question: “So, if lessons do not always go according to plan…why do we plan?” This question again prompted a vigorous discussion, covering a wide spectrum of responses from, “I agree, Dr.Teabo” by EricaO to, “I would be lost without planning” by ShellyJo. The prevailing tone was that in order to teach well everyone needs some kind of a plan, guide, or direction. The participants who currently teach went back to the SOL subject and tried to explain how SOLs influence their schools’ policy about planning and their own attitude toward it.
        Dr.Teabo then posted a provocative question: “So…class, what about higher ed faculty who ordinarily do not have lesson plans?” The respondents didn’t seem to be very surprised by this statement, and their opinions were basically that, “Higher ed teachers may not make lesson plans, but they still make plans on what to teach” (KristinN.) The discussion went back to lesson plans, their role and their usefulness. CynthiaK. pointed out that, “What goes on in our classrooms is public and I think a lesson plan can also be documentation (hopefully) of what has been taking place there.” LindaGu said, “My plans are not for everyone to walk in and follow but they help me stay on track.”
4.     BruceC’s remark about knowing teachers “that have taught for 20-30 years and…have not changed one bit from several years ago” started a new thread in the discussion: who wants changes and who opposes them and why. MeghanWM reacted with the question, “Bruce, do you think they’re stubborn, or are they following ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it?’” MaryHG said, “It seems like the experienced teachers may be less likely to want to be reflective about their teaching.” From now on the term “experienced teachers” was returning in the discussion and sounded more like a euphemism for “old, burnt out teachers” (AkemiP). These “experienced” teachers were seen (obviously by the younger portion of the class) as conservatives who oppose – or even impede – the progress in schools. MaryHG mentioned Schön’s opinion that teachers should observe their students struggle and adjust their teaching methods accordingly. This again prompted discussion about good vs. bad teachers. Participants were stressing the need of adopting teaching methods to the reality of classrooms. LindaGu pointed out that willingness to adopt a change is not as much a matter of the age of teachers as of their attitude.
5.   The next two threads in the discussion were implementing technology in the teaching process and the usefulness of portfolios. Especially the topic of portfolios – brought up by StefaniH – turned out to be a very good choice, as everyone had something interesting to say about it. Generally, integrating portfolios and e-portfolios into teaching was seen as a very useful method of working with students. The portfolios were also considered as an alternative to comprehension exams.
My contribution to the discussion

      My contribution to the discussion consisted of 24 messages. I began with the statement that the three papers which were assigned as the basis for our discussion were great readings, especially Schön’s presentation. When MeghanWM stated: “Yes, Akemi – you’d think he’d practice what he preached!”[he: Schön], I was able to point out that the author of the first paper asked the same question as Meghan and Akemi, and that some people say that Schön hadn’t exactly practiced what he had suggested. Later, when the discussion focused on reflection-in-action, I commented that, even though they are necessary, abilities to reflect alone are not sufficient to be a good teacher; we need something more (knowledge, programs, etc.)
      When the discussion turned to SOLs, I, not teaching yet and not having had experience with the subject, pointed out that from the perspective of a parent I could reach the conclusion that serious work in school ends with the last SOL; after SOLs, there is only fun time.
      In the segment of the discussion about higher education teachers not preparing lessons plans, I added that there were teachers who didn’t prepare plans but taught as if they did. (My intention was to stress that there were also those who had plans but taught as if they didn’t). Perhaps it has something to do with “teaching as art,” as Schön suggested.
       I didn’t agree with Bruce and others students who portrayed “experienced” teachers as the ones who are afraid to reflect upon their teaching methods. I was glad to comment when MaryHG mentioned Schön’s suggestion about “observing where the students are confused and adjusting teaching methods.” I added that observing students’ reactions and their confusion is a part of the assessment process for me.

       In the discussion about portfolios, I added that I liked the idea of portfolios, and thought that they might be a great method of working with students; however, I hoped that the portfolios wouldn’t be considered as an “all purpose method”. Otherwise, the idea might become merely another fad: used enthusiastically and widely, and then quickly abandoned. Also, if overused, portfolios could become hated by students. 

My experience with the virtual session

      This was my first chat session ever, and I am glad that I had the opportunity to experience this new (for me) means of communication. However, I don’t think I would ever be a big fan of virtual discussions. The chaos, inherent in this method, was too great for me to let me fully participate in the discussion, and a few times I felt lost. It also seems to me that, unless there are strict rules imposed on the participants, it is difficult to lead a discussion in the desired direction. I was a little disappointed that our discussion drifted away from Schön to more general observations so quickly. On the other hand, perhaps it was better this way, as it would be extremely difficult to convey complicated matters using this method. I suppose it could be fun to chat with a friend, or a few, online; but I am not fully convinced about the usefulness of virtual sessions for serious academic discussions.
